propose that this lack of consistency is an important determinant of patients' behaviour, and may result from a deficit independent of other mechanisms causing neglect. Here we suggest that an increase of variability, and not only of RTs, is to be expected when attention is exogenously biased away from the probed location. Consequently, space-based variability can be interpreted in the framework of existing models of unilateral neglect. According to one such model, a basic impairment in left neglect is a bias toward rightward exogenous orienting of attention. As a result, left targets often fail to rapidly capture patients' attention, thus yielding slow RTs. However, since the probability for a left target attracting attention is low but not null, relatively fast RTs can occur on those rare occasions in which a left target does capture patients' attention. The coexistence of these relatively fast with slow RTs could be at the basis of space-based variability in neglect. Empirical support for our hypothesis comes from the results of a re-analysis for variability of cued RTs obtained in 18 normal individuals and six left neglect patients. Cues were peripheral and non-informative, thus eliciting an exogenous attentional shift. For normal individuals, invalid trials yielded less consistent response times than valid trials at short (150 ms) cue-target interval; for neglect patients, a similar phenomenon occurred for left invalidly-cued targets, thus paralleling the disproportionate cost in RTs typically evoked by this condition in unilateral neglect. We conclude by discussing some possible determinants of gradient-shaped effects and by outlining the implications of space-based variability for current models of unilateral neglect.
Introduction
For patients suffering from left unilateral neglect, performance on the neglected side can be not only defective, but also extremely variable. Anderson et al. [1] recently argued that such a lack of consistency may be an important determinant of neglect patients' behaviour. Anderson et al. asked five patients with left unilateral neglect and five brain-damaged patients without neglect to press a key in response to the appearance of a target appearing in one of several positions form far left to far right on the computer screen. For four of the five neglect patients, reaction times (RTs) progressively increased both in mean duration and in variability from right to left target locations. When only the fastest RTs per position were taken into consideration, these were equally distributed in each spatial position for three neglect patients. The authors concluded that what is impaired in neglect is not necessarily the capacity to respond to events occurring in the neglected hemispace, but rather the ability to produce consistent responses to those events. This study focused on an aspect of neglect performance, variability, that has often been encountered by researchers in the field (see, e.g. [2, 11] ), but has not hitherto been studied in detail. Anderson et al. discounted some possible explanations
